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‘Because 

We  Can’ 

by  Edna  M.  Szymanski 
and  Frank  j.  Nowak  II! 

A  program  providing  summer  jobs  to  handicapped 
students  in  central  New  York  produced  some 
extraordinary  changes,  not  only  for  the  students  but 
for  parents  and  employers  as  well. 


Parents  said  ‘Well  let 
them.”  Employers  said: 
“We’ll  hire  them.”  And,  the 
students  said:  “Well  do  it 
because  we  can.” 

Those  statements  reflect  enormous 
changes  in  attitude  brought  about 
through  an  unusual  program  in  central 
New  York  last  summer,  a  program 
that  got  disabled  students — 339  of 
them — out  of  institutions  and  class¬ 
rooms  and  into  the  work  force. 

Put  another  way,  the  students  got 
to  do  what  is  commonplace  for  many 
teenagers:  they  held  summer  jobs. 
And  the  impact  on  the  students,  their 
parents  and  their  employers  was 
something  on  the  order  of  an  earth¬ 
quake.  Students  found  new  confi¬ 
dence  and  a  reason  to  learn  new,  use¬ 
ful  skills.  Parents  found  that 
handicapped  children  aren’t  all  that 
fragile.  And  employers  found  that  dis¬ 
abled  people  can  be  reliable  and  per¬ 
form  useful  work. 

Consider,  for  example,  these  com¬ 
ments,  gathered  in  follow-up  inter¬ 
views  with  employers: 

•  “This  program  served  as  a  tre¬ 
mendous  morale  boost  to  our  regular 
work  force  which  was  inspired  by  the 
effort  and  enthusiasm  of  these  youth.” 

•  “My  whole  crew  was  leery  at 
first,  but  after  the  first  four  weeks, 
there  was  a  100  percent  turnaround  in 
feelings  toward  working  with  disabled 
people.” 

•  “These  kids  gave  100  percent 
each  day  and  everyday.  It  was  a  joy  to 
behold.” 

All  of  this  never  would  have  come 
about,  however,  without  cooperation 
among  many  agencies  that  deal  with 
the  handicapped 

That  cooper  *■  on  began  with  devel¬ 
opment  in  1980  of  the  VORSE  pro¬ 
ject,  Vocational  Occupational  Rehabil¬ 
itation  in  Special  Education.  VORSE 
is  a  statewide  effort  that  receives 
funds  from  three  State  Education  De¬ 
partment  agencies:  Vocational  Reha¬ 
bilitation,  Occupational  Education  and 
the  Office  of  Education  for  Children 
with  Handicapping  Conditions. 

In  central  New  York,  the  VORSE 
project  developed  specifically  through 
joint  planning  of  the  Utica  Area  Office 
of  Vocational  Rehabilitation,  several 
Boards  of  Cooperative  Educational 
Services  and  local  school  districts. 

Staff  includes  a  senior  vocational  re¬ 
habilitation  counselor,  six  other  coun¬ 


selors  and  office  staff.  Although  not 
specifically  funded  through  VORSE, 
there  also  is  a  vocational  rehabilitation 
counselor  serving  the  State  School  for 
the  Deaf  at  Rome  who  cooperates 
with  VORSE. 

VORSE  counselors  provide  services 
to  special  education  students,  ages  14 
through  21.  They  assist  in  vocational 
planning,  developing  work  experience 
and  work-study  programs.  After  com¬ 
pleting  or  leaving  school,  students 
continue  with  VORSE  counselors  who 
provide  job  placement  and  follow-up 
services. 

Essentially,  the  counselors  provide 
a  bridge  for  the  special  education  stu¬ 
dent  from  the  academic  environment 
to  employment  in  the  community, 
thus  providing  transition  from  school 
to  work.  The  counselors  develop  with 
cooperation  from  students  and 
parents,  an  Individual  Written  Reha¬ 
bilitation  Plan,  (IWRP).  This  plan  has 
a  long-range  goal  of  employment  and 
coordinates  with  the  student  s  Individ¬ 
ual  Education  Plan  (IEP). 

The  VORSE  counselors  work  as 
part  of  a  team  that  includes  special 
education  teachers,  occupational  edu¬ 
cation  teachers,  guidance  counselors, 
social  workers,  and  other  personnel. 
What  is  important  is  that  the  team 
members  avoid  turf  and  ego  conflicts. 

A  major  service  offered  by  VORSE 
in  the  central  New  York  area  has  been 
in  obtaining  summer  work  expe¬ 


riences.  This  has  been  done  primarily 
in  conjunction  with  the  CETA  Sum¬ 
mer  Youth  Employment  Program, 
(SYEP),  a  program  designed  to  pro¬ 
vide  summer  work  experiences  to 
economically  disadvantaged  and  dis¬ 
abled  youth.  It  pays  minimum  wage 
to  students  for  25-35  hours  work  per 
week  in  the  public  and  not-for-profit 
sector.  Linkage  between  VORSE  and 
SYEP  enabled  the  SYEP  programs  to 
avoid  past  difficulties  and  afford  a 
summer  work  experience  to  more 
youth  with  severe  disabilities. 

VORSE  assists  SYEP  staff  in  re¬ 
cruitment  of  students  and  selection  of 
appropriate  job  sites,  consistent  with  a 
student’s  interest,  abilities,  and  limita¬ 
tions.  VORSE  has  developed  linkages 
with  SYEP  in  the  following  counties: 
Oneida,  Herkimer,  Fulton,  Montgo¬ 
mery,  Jefferson,  Lewis,  Madison,  and 
Otsego. 

In  1981,  VORSE  s  first  summer  of 
operation,  339  youth  with  disabilities 
got  jobs.  It  was  the  first  year  of  a  pro¬ 
ductive  linkage  for  most  counties. 
Oneida  County,  however  had  three 
previous  years  of  cooperation  with  the 
Utica  OVR  office  and  Utica  OVR 
clients  accounted  for  slightly  more 

Edna  M.  Szymanski  is  senior  voca¬ 
tional  rehabilitation  counselor  for  that 
office.  Frank  J.  Nowak  III  is  director 
of  the  Summer  Youth  Employment 
Program  for  that  office. 
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Governor  and  Mrs.  Carey  meet  one  of  the  youngsters  employed  in  the  cen¬ 
tral  New  York  VORSE  programs. 


than  25  percent  of  Oneida  County’s 
program . 

For  students  with  severe  disabili¬ 
ties,  work  habit  or  behavior  problems, 
even  more  help  is  needed  to  enable 
them  to  participate  in  SYEP.  In  order 
to  foster  the  vocational  development 
of  these  students,  the  central  New 
York  VORSE  developed  an  on-the-job 
training  instruction  program,  similar 
to  a  “job  coach’  approach.  Using  this 
approach,  33  instructors  worked  with 
156  special  education  students  on  a 
wide  variety  of  job  sites,  including 
hospital  food  service,  maintenance, 
groundskeeping  and  clerical  areas. 

The  instructors  provided  instruction 
in  areas  such  as:  performance  of  spe¬ 
cific  job  tasks,  appropriate  use  of 
tools,  work  habits,  use  of  public  trans¬ 
portation  and  money  management. 


The  instructors  taught  not  only  spe¬ 
cific  job  tasks,  but  also  skills  necessary 
for  independent  functioning  in  the 
working  community.  Some  of  these 
“spin-off”  areas  included:  nutrition 
(proper  lunch),  appropriate  use  of 
break  time,  use  of  vending  machines 
and  elevators  and  responsible  spend¬ 
ing.  Bank  tours  were  arranged;  and 
students,  with  parental  permission, 
were  encouraged  to  open  savings  ac¬ 
counts. 

This  approach  enabled  many  stu¬ 
dents  classified  as  trainable  mentally 
retarded,  severely  emotionally  dis¬ 
turbed  and  severely  multi¬ 
handicapped  to  work.  The  perfor¬ 
mance  of  these  students  in  their 
summer  jobs  also  proved  that,  with 
continued  academic  and  vocational 
training,  further  summer  work  expe¬ 


riences  and  continued  vocational  reha¬ 
bilitation  services,  many  of  these  stu¬ 
dents  will  be  able  to  be  competitively 
employed  upon  completion  of  school; 
rather  than  requiring  the  services  o 
sheltered  workshops. 

Summer  work  experiences  are  im 
portant  components  in  the  vocational 
development  of  many  youth.  Depend 
ing  on  a  student’s  age  and  stage  of  vo 
cational  development,  the  experienc 
serves  as  an  opportunity  for  “handsj 
on”  teaching,  in-context  vocational  ex 
ploration,  training  in  work  habits  and 
behaviors,  preparation  for  vocational 
education,  integration  of  learned  skills 
into  a  job  setting,  and  testing  of  skills 
in  preparation  for  work  study  or  job 
placement.  Work  experience  is  espe¬ 
cially  important  for  youth  with  disabi¬ 
lities.  Because  many  such  students] 
will  require  longer  than  average  pe¬ 
riods  of  career  preparation,  it  is  im¬ 
portant  to  make  a  solid,  realistic  ca¬ 
reer  choice  in  order  to  avoid  skipping 
from  one  educational  program  to  am  « 
other  or  unproductive  job-hopping.  \ 

Benefits  of  summer  work  expe¬ 
rience  also  can  be  integrated  into  the 
academic  curriculum  by  both  special 
education  and  occupational  education 
teachers.  The  reality  of  the  work  situ¬ 
ation  provides  incentives  for  practical 
learning  in  the  classroom  and  the  stu¬ 
dent  is  able  to  integrate  skills  taught 
in  the  classroom  with  job  experiences. 
The  job  becomes  a  definite  point  of  j] 
reference  in  teaching.  For  example, 
trainable  mentally  retarded  students 
find  it  easier  to  learn  about  money 
values  when  they  are  connected  with 
a  paycheck,  or  getting  a  soda  *ro/ :  a 
vending  machine.  Many  simila  expe¬ 
riences  can  be  brought  into  the  class¬ 
room  to  provide  a  realism  in  the  curricu¬ 
lum  and  increased  incentives  for 
student  learning. 

Teachers  who  were  invo  ed  in  the  j 
SYEP  program  also  developed  new 
perspectives,  not  only  about  the  re¬ 
quirements  of  the  world  of  work,  but 
also  about  the  real  work  potential  of 
their  students.  Some  have  learned 
that  they  can  hold  higher  expectations 
for  their  students  vocational  futures. 
Others  have  new-found  insights  about 
ways  to  add  to  their  curriculums  or 
provide  points  of  reference  for  transi¬ 
tion  to  the  “real”  world. K 

Far  more  information,  contact: 
Utica  Area  Office,  Office  of  Voca¬ 
tional  Rehabilitation,  207  Genesee 
Street,  Utica ,  N.Y.  13501. 
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